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Review of university 
entrance 2010

Background material on the university entrance requirement and information 
regarding the review of the current requirement.

To assist those interested in providing feedback on the proposed changes to 
the university entrance requirement.
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Background

Purpose of university entrance
The common standard for entry to university (UE) should provide evidence 
that a student has a reasonable chance of success at degree-level study.

The university entrance requirement was last reviewed in 2005/2006. The only 
changes were to the list of approved subjects.

The current review was started late in 2009.

Once the terms of reference were agreed – a technical advisory group and a 
steering group were established.

NZQA is required by legislation (section 257 of the Education Act 1989) to set a 
common educational standard for entry to university (UE).

257 Entrance to universities

(1) In addition to its other functions, the Authority h as—

(a) in relation to the rights of people who have not at tained the age 
of 20 years to obtain entrance to universities, the  function of 
establishing and maintaining by such means as it co nsiders 
appropriate a common educational standard as a prer equisite for 
entrance to a university, other than provisional en trance and 
entrance ad eundem statum; 

Web address of legislation

http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM186237.html 
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UE review working groups

• technical advisory group - members
– education agencies, Universities New Zealand, 

polytechnics, private training establishments, wānanga, 
secondary education sector (teachers and principals), 
and students – both secondary and tertiary.

• steering group - members
– education agencies, Universities New Zealand, 

polytechnics, private training establishments, wānanga, 
Industry Training Federation, secondary education sector 
(teachers, principals and Post Primary Teachers’
Association), and students – both secondary and tertiary.

Members of both groups stated that UE needs to be less complicated and 
easier for students and their whānau to understand.
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Review process

• terms of reference developed and agreed
• background reading – so all members started from the same 

place (e.g. Education Counts and Starpath)
• each group clarified their purpose – confirming the purpose 

of the UE requirement
• research on ‘subjects’ developed and presented
• data questions arose from reading and first meetings of 

technical advisory and steering groups 
• answers to these questions provided by Ministry and NZQA
• groups tackled components of the UE requirement one by 

one i.e. do they work, are they needed, what would be better, 
what would happen if (data)? 

Terms of reference – web address
http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-standards/awards/university-entrance/review-of-university-
entrance-2/ 

Reading included
• various reports on transitions education from Ministry of Education ex 

Education Counts website including Academic performance of first-year 
bachelor students at university, School leavers’ progression to bachelors’-
level study and How does achievement at school affect achievement in 
tertiary education

• various Starpath reports from University of Auckland on students school 
subject choices, predictability of NCEA of first year performance at 
university and transition to university for students from mid-low decile 
schools 

• background of the standards review project – Stage 1 - principles, Stage 2 
- aligning all curriculum derived standards with new curriculum (all 
curriculum derived standards will be achievement standards)

• rules around resubmissions and reconsideration of student work –
secondary school internal assessment

Research
Are particular school subjects associated with better performance at 
university? Ralf Engler

Website addresses 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/tertiary_education  

http://www.education.auckland.ac.nz/uoa/home/about/research/starpath-home/starpath

research

http://www.tki.org.nz/e/community/ncea/alignment-standards.php

http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-standards/qualifications/ncea/ncea-rules-and
procedures/secondary-schools/4/4-4-assessment-opportunities-for-internal-assessment/ 
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Current UE requirement

• approved subjects - 42 credits at Level 3 or higher, made up 
of:

– 14 credits in one approved subject
– 14 credits in another approved subject
– 14 credits from one or two additional domains or approved subjects

• literacy requirements - 8 credits in English or te reo Māori at 
Level 2 or higher, made up of: 

– 4 credits in reading 
– 4 credits in writing

• numeracy requirements - 14 credits at Level 1 or higher, 
made up of: 

– 14 credits in Mathematics, Statistics and Probability or Pāngarau

Web address of current UE requirement

http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-standards/awards/university-entrance/ 
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Proposed UE requirement
• NCEA Level 3

• 3 subjects of 14 credits 
each, at Level 3 from the list 
of  approved subjects

• list of approved subjects –
subjects will be derived from 
New Zealand Curriculum
2007 with achievement 
standards at Level 3

• literacy – 5 credits reading 
and 5 credits writing

• numeracy – 10 credits at 
Level 1 as per NCEA Level 1 
numeracy requirement

First component of UE – students achieve NCEA Level 3

Second component – 42 of the Level 3 credits are made up of 3 subjects 
of 14 credits or more from the list of approved subjects

Third component – the list of approved subjects is made up of subjects 
that are derived form the New Zealand Curriculum 2007 with achievement 
standards at Level 3 – if agreed this would see Home Economics, Religious 
Studies and Education for Sustainability added to list in 2011 and Business 
Studies added in 2012

Fourth component – numeracy is 10 credits at Level 1 as per the NCEA 
Level 1 requirement (from a list of specific achievement standards or from 3 
specific numeracy unit standards) 

Web address
http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-standards/qualifications/ncea/ncea-rules-and-
procedures/secondary-schools-supporting-information/literacy-numeracy-2011/ 

Fifth component – literacy is 10 credits (5 in reading and 5 in writi ng)
taken from 3 specified Level 2 English achievement standards, or specified 
Level 3 achievement standards,  or two specific English for academic 
purposes Level 4 unit standards or success in a common assessment task 
(CAT) designed to demonstrate the literacy needed for academic study – set 
and marked by NZQA.
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• NCEA Level 3: lifts status of UE and reflects reality

• 3 subjects of 14 credits from list of approved subjects: no more
composite third subject – reduced confusion

• List of approved subjects: subjects be derived from the New 
Zealand Curriculum 2007 with achievement standards at Level 3 –
method of keeping list up-to-date and linked to a nationally agreed 
curriculum

• Literacy: 5 credits reading and 5 credits writing – strengthening of 
requirement

• Numeracy: 10 credits at Level 1 or higher as per NCEA Level 1 
numeracy requirement – becomes NCEA requirement – simpler

The proposal – why it will work

Examining the proposed components of the university  entrance requirement

95 percent of students that go directly from school to first year study at university have both 
NCEA Level 3 and UE. Those that have both tend to successfully complete more of their 
papers than those that have UE only.

We think that the 5 % of students currently not achieving NCEA Level 3 but going to 
university will be able to achieve it once they know that it is required.

While the current option for gaining three subjects was designed to allow for more flexibility 
for students it has instead made the requirement very difficult to explain and to understand.

We ‘tested’ the students that used the composite subject option in 2009 to see how far they 
were from meeting the proposed change – in particular looking at Pasifika and Māori 
students – and found that, on average, they were between 4 to 5 achievement standard 
credits from meeting the proposed requirement. Again, we think that once students are 
aware of the new requirement they will be able to achieve it.

The rationale for maintaining the list of approved subjects gives certainty to students, 
teachers and schools and allows for the automatic up-dating of the list while keeping a broad 
range of subjects on the list.

The proposed literacy component allows for mostly standards at Level 3 to contribute (just 
three English standards at Level 2 contribute).  This reflects the concerns of universities 
about the proficiency in literacy of a some of the students coming to study with them straight 
from school. The range of options has been designed to cater for students with different 
learning needs and taking different types of subjects.

The numeracy component is the strengthened NCEA Level 1 numeracy requirement –
using the same requirement reduces complexity and confusion and reduces the possibility of 
students (in Year 11) missing this component of the UE requirement.
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Issues identified during review process

• literacy – universities would prefer that Level 3 standards (or higher) 
contribute to this requirement , while schools want to see more Level 
2 standards contributing 

• three subjects all from the list of approved subjects – not everyone 
convinced of the benefits of removing the composite subject

• list of approved subjects – many of those involved in the review do 
not see the value of such a list, however, universities believe a list of 
approved subjects is essential 

Literacy
Generally degree-level study requires higher levels of reading and writing ability 
than life or work outside of an academic environment requires – even if only in 
terms of quantity. Universities believe that many students would be more 
successful if they had higher levels of these skills.

Different views focus on which and what level of standards should contribute to a 
literacy component to ensure that students can demonstrate the skills needed.

Three subjects from list of approved subjects
Some concern has been voiced about removing the composite subject or “third 
circle” (composite subject made up of 14 credits over two domains, or two 
approved subjects or both).

Two reasons for these concerns

May discourage schools from developing innovative and engaging courses based 
on the revised curriculum (as they will feel compelled to ensure that at least 14 
credits in any course be achievement standards and come from a subject from 
the list of approved subjects).
May have a greater impact on Māori and Pasifika students

Results of data analysis of individual students (Pasifika and Māori) that used a 
composite subject in 2009 - on average these students were 4 or 5 credits away 
from achieving a third subject from the list of approved subjects.

List of approved subjects
Opinion on the value of having a list of approved subjects is split between 
university and non-university views.
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• consultation is taking place over seven weeks – due by 
Monday 6 December

• any changes to the university entrance requirement will be 
announced before the end of 2010

• university entrance requirements will be monitored and then 
reviewed again in a number of years (allowing time for them to 
bed in)

to provide feedback go to the consultation page on the
NZQA website (under ‘About us’)

What next?

Address for consultation
http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/about-us/consultations-andr eviews/

After consultation

Once the results of the feedback from consultation are received they will be 
analysed to see if any changes to the proposed university entrance requirement 
are needed.  If they are, they will be made, approved and then published.

The intention is to make an announcement of the finalised university entrance 
requirement in time for the 2011 school year.

Given the tight timeline – the numeracy component will remain unchanged in 
2011.  Numeracy will be grandparented, that is any change will not apply until 
2014 (Year 13 cohort) for the 2015 academic year.

Monitoring

Any changes will be monitored.  In particular, given the nature of the concerns 
already voiced, the literacy component will be analysed each year.  Monitoring  of 
the NCEA Level 1 literacy requirement will also be undertaken.

Review

There will be another review of the UE requirement after any changes are in place 
and bedded in – possibly 2016 or 2017. Monitoring will occur from 2014.


